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|Panama’s Strongman Tries to

v/

Ride Out the Storm

By JAMES LoaMOYNE
Special t0 The New York Times

PANAMA, June 21 - Despite
charges of criminal activity and oppo-
sition calls for his resignation, Pana-
ma’s army commander appears to be
figh with considerable determina-

5

g

jast presidential election with the help

of a paramilitary hit squad.

tion to remain as the country’s pre- -
eader.

A C.LA. Rele Described

to tion that the
istration is trying to oust the Panama-
nian general. reliable Panama-
nian sources with close ties to the army
say General Noriega has done several
unsavory favors for the Central Intelli-

gence Agency and feeis he is now being :
stabbed in the back.

‘It Really Is Like the Mafia’

Well-informed Panamanian sources
who have worked with the army say it
skims funds, takes kickbacks, engages
in smuggling and has a cgoutial struc-
ture resembling a racketeering net-
xt in which loyal henchmen share in
l The army-created Democratic Revo-

Party controls the National
Assembly. Army appointees or paid
followers run the pro-Government

and main radio stations. The

Two Panamanians with close Gov-

consul y with Amer-
mnwwﬁuquutm
dent, Nicolés Ardito Barietta. Mr. Bar-
Jetta was then installed by a fraudulent
vote count that the United States Em-
bassy was aware of but did nat protest,
the two Panamanians said.

“‘Sadly, the Americans had no inter-
est in avoiding the fraud,’” said Mario
Julio Galindo, a leading opposition law-
y"'Amoﬂc:an officials have confirmed
that they knew of the fraudulent vote,
but feit they had to work with Mr. Bar-
letta. They became , however,
when General Noﬁea:nﬁmlsnd Mr.
Barietta last September to thwart an
investigation of army involvement in
the beheading of an opposition leader.

Army Estrenched in Government

Even if General Noriega should step
down or be deposed, virtually no politi-
cal commentator or diplomat here
seems to believe the army can be per-
suaded to give up its institutional domi-
nation of the Government in the near
future. Even opposition leaders talk of
convincing the army to reform itself,
rather ;Iinn demanding that it com-

Christian Democratic Party.

General Noriega's apparent determi-
nation to remain in power may be aided
by Panamanians’

Central America.

The army, known as the Panama De-
fense Force, seized power in 1968 and
has imposed or deposed the last five
presidents. Although it appears to have
engaged in a wide range of misdeeds, |
army does not seem to rule particu-

by Central American

press
state is the largest employer, allowing

analysts.

“It really i8 like the Mafia," said one
foreign diplomat who knows the coun-
try well. “It’s very corrupt but if you
m ’nlong you probably won't get

to replace . party
pears to be based on little more than
charismatic appeal and most analysts
think it will collapse when Mr. Arias
.dies,

Without him, the opposition will be
forced to rely on the Christian Demo-
‘crats. It is well organized but so far ap-
pears to lack the broad base of support
or the chafrismaftic leader capable of
forging a force for change.

The opposition’s problems could be
compounded if the army allows the
governing Democratic Revolutionary
Party, now headed by President Eric
Arturo Delvalle, to become more inde-
pendent and seek authentic political
leaders for the next presidential elec-
tion scheduled in 1989,

There is pressure within the govern-

to seek a more independent
stance from the army, according to one
of its leading members. That arrange-
ment might suit the military because it
would retain a dominant voice in the
country’s affairs but be insulated from
the public criticism it is now suffering.
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